range from providing effective relief of gastric outlet obstruction to extending patient survival in the absence of tumor-related symptoms. In order to understand the role of surgery in advanced metastatic gastric cancer, defining the goals of palliation are essential [1] . While survival is always an important endpoint, preserving quality of life (QoL), in many cases, may be the most appropriate and potentially achievable goal. To date, the majority of surgical papers on this subject have focused predominantly on survival as the measure of palliative success. The quality of any perceived survival benefit in these studies is either not addressed or minimized. Properly designed prospective studies to guide decision-making regarding the role of surgery in stage IV gastric cancer are lacking. A number of large retrospective studies have suggested that operative intervention improves the survival of these patients. Factors such as the extent and distribution of the disease, patient performance status, extent of the resection, and the response to chemotherapy are addressed in this review to assess the role of surgical intervention in the treatment of stage IV gastric cancer.
Defining Palliative Intent
The varied use of the term palliation in the surgical literature has complicated our ability to understand the role of surgery in the management of patients with stage IV gastric cancer. To palliate refers to the reduction, easing, or moderation of the intensity or virulence of a disease, and yet palliation in most surgical studies is usually applied to any noncurative treatment. The assessment of a 'palliative gastrectomy' is often made solely on the basis of overall survival, but relief of pain, improvement in performance status, and other measures of a health-related QoL are lacking. Surgical palliation should be consistently defined as a surgical intervention that is primarily intended to relieve symptoms or improve QoL [2] . It is not possible to palliate in the absence of symptoms. When assessing retrospective data, it is critical to identify the intent of the treatment.
In an attempt to better understand the impact of defining the intent of treatment in patients undergoing noncurative surgery, we compared the survival outcome of asymptomatic patients undergoing noncurative gastrectomy from those undergoing truly palliative symptomrelieving gastric resections. A retrospective analysis of 307 stage IV gastric cancer patients was performed [3] . All operations were reviewed and defined as either truly palliative, meaning that the procedure was performed for relief of symptoms, pain control, or improvement in QoL. The operation was palliative in 48% (147/307) and nonpalliative in 52%. The overall operative mortality was 6% and morbidity was 54% with no significant differences between the two groups. The overall median survival for all resections was 10.6 months. Survival for those undergoing surgery for symptom relief was only 8.3 months compared to 13.5 months for the nonpalliative group (p < 0.001). Palliative operations included an esophageal anastomosis less frequently (46 vs. 69%, p < 0.001) and had a less extensive lymphadenectomy performed compared with nonpalliative operations. The degree of symptoms tended to correlate with disease burden. The results illustrate that the intent of noncurative surgery has a direct impact on survival and must be stated for a meaningful interpretation of results. Unfortunately, the degree and duration of palliation in the palliative operation group was not retrievable from the records. In studies of stage IV gastric cancer patients undergoing noncurative operations, measures of the degree and duration of the palliation need to be included. Palliation has its own set of indications and goals, and should be evaluated as its own distinct endpoint.
Noncurative Resections
Resection of all gross and microscopic disease is the established goal of a curative operation. Procedures that fall short of achieving that goal should be referred to as noncurative rather than the common misnomer palliative. Noncurative resections may or may not be palliative. Improvements in surgical care and outcomes have brought into question the role of resecting the primary in stage IV gastric cancer. Mahar et al. [4] performed a systematic review of English language studies published from 1985 to 2009 of surgery for noncurative gastric cancer. Fifty-nine articles reporting 30 or more patients were included. The data was predominantly retrospective and from single institutions. Long-term survival was the principle outcome measured. The median survival following noncurative gastrectomy ranged from 3 to 24 months. The wide range in median survival highlights the wide variability in these data. The lack of clear selection criteria, variability in tumor burden, and performance status present major challenges when interpreting results.
A recent study not included in the above review analyzed data from the United States Surveillance, Epidemiology and End Results (SEER) Program database. The authors examined the relationship between gastrectomy and survival in stage IV gastric cancer patients treated between 1988 and 2005. An attempt was made to minimize selection bias by dividing patients into three groups depending on whether cancer-directed surgery was recommended and performed. The three groups comprised patients who were: (1) recommended for and received cancer-directed surgery, (2) recommended for cancer-directed surgery but did not have surgery or underwent noncancer-directed surgery, and (3) not recommended for cancer-directed surgery and no surgery was performed or the surgery was noncancer-directed surgery. Of the 66,751 patients identified with gastric cancer, 23,830 had stage IV disease and had their outcomes analyzed. Cancer-directed surgery was recommended for 10,910 of the patients (45.7%). No information was available in the SEER registry regarding the symptom profile of the patients or their performance status at the time of surgery. Among the group who were recommended to have cancer-directed surgery, 8,488 (77.8%) actually had an operation. The types of operations are shown in table 1 . On multivariate analysis, the probability of receiving cancer-directed surgery once it was recommended decreased significantly for patients who were 50 years of age or older, male, had a marital status other than married, and had M1 disease as opposed to M0. Predictors associated with receiving cancer-directed surgery were 'other' race (which included Asian) and tumor grades III and IV. Overall median survival for all stage IV patients was only 4 months. Patients who were recommended to have and received cancer-directed surgery had a significant survival advantage over those who did not have surgery regardless of the recommendation. All types of cancer-directed surgery conferred some survival advantage over no surgery. The authors found that patients who were not recommended for cancer-directed surgery as well as patients who were recommended but did not receive cancer-directed surgery had a nearly twofold increased risk of death compared to patients who were recommended and received cancer-directed surgery. In this cohort, male gender, age older than 50 years, black race, tumor grade higher than I, and having surgery in the years prior to 2003-2005 all had a significant increased risk of death. From this data, African-American males over the age of 50 carry the greatest risk of not benefiting from cancer-directed surgery. These data need to be interpreted cautiously given the lack of information regarding social and economic factors, tumor factors, or other treatments. We have no data indicating why certain patients were recommended for a cancer-directed operation and others were not. There was also no data regarding the use or response to chemotherapy. Clearly, the surgeons were able to select those patients they felt were healthy enough to undergo an operation.
The volume and distribution of metastatic disease is an important factor when evaluating patients with stage IV gastric cancer. In a study of 253 gastric cancer patients presenting with synchronous distant metastasis to the Department of Surgery in Ruijin Hospital, China, the 5-year survival rate was 6.5% for patients in the resection group and 0% for patients in the nonresection group (p < 0.001) [5] . A multivariate analysis revealed that patients with liver metastasis, peritoneal dissemination, or those who were not resected had the worse prognosis, and the survival difference between the resection and nonresection groups was only observed in patients with a single site of peritoneal dissemination (p < 0.001). In patients with single liver metastasis, distant nodal involvement or multiple metastatic sites, there was no survival benefit from noncurative gastrectomy. Patient selection is critical to determining if there is a role for resection in stage IV disease. The role of chemotherapy was not addressed in this study.
An analysis of data from the Dutch randomized control trial of D1 versus D2 lymphadenectomy identified 285 patients who had noncurative resections because of either residual liver, peritoneal metastases, distant lymph node metastases, or remnant tumor. The number of noncurability signs quantified tumor load retrospectively. Within this cohort of incurable patients, the resected patients had a significantly longer median survival than patients treated without resection. This survival advantage disappeared when two or more positive signs of noncurability were present [6] . Age less than 70 years was found to be associated with less morbidity and mortality and better survival following resection [7] . Patients with the fewest number of noncurability signs were significantly more likely to undergo resection which underscores the selection bias when evaluating the role of gastrectomy in the noncurative setting. No specific data were given concerning the surgeons' selection criteria. In another study of 311 patients who had noncurative gastrectomy for gastric cancer, seventeen clinicopathological and therapeutic parameters were retrospectively evaluated for their influence on overall survival [8] and nine factors were found in a multivariate analysis to independently influence survival ( table 2 ) . Patients were risk stratified by the number of factors into low (0-2 factors), intermediate (3-6 factors), or high (7-9 factors). The median survival was 76, 40, and 11 weeks, respectively. Noncurative gastrectomy when combined with chemotherapy was associated with improved survival.
These studies collectively suggest that improved survival after resection is also associated with lower tumor burden. It can be safely presumed that surgeons' selection criteria include performance status, which is likely to be better than those patients not selected for resection.
Gastrectomy as a Component of Multimodality Therapy
The latest Cochrane review found that the use of chemotherapy improved survival over best supportive care in the management of patients with incurable gastric cancer. The evidence also favored combination chemotherapy over single-agent approaches [9] . Patients with metastatic gastric cancer have traditionally not been considered operative candidates and are offered systemic therapy as a monotherapy. Palliative resection of the primary tumor has been considered irrelevant to the outcome and has been recommended only for palliation of symptoms. However, improvements in response to combination chemotherapy [10] and in surgical management have raised the question of whether gastrectomy following induction chemotherapy has a role in the management of stage IV gastric cancer. Twelve centers from Japan reported results on 28 stage IV gastric cancer patients who underwent surgery with curative intent following treatment with S-1-based chemotherapy [11] . Patients who were enrolled had clinical stage T4 tumors (9 patients), para-aortic node metastasis (15 patients), peritoneal metastasis (7 patients), and liver metastasis (4 patients). The study reported that 93% of the patients achieved an R0 resection. Four patients had a complete pathological response. The median survival was 29 months with 34.4% surviving 5 years. On multivariate analysis, histological tumor length of 5.0 cm or larger was the only significant prognostic factor. Pathologic tumor size may be a surrogate for tumor burden, but it may also represent tumor response. The authors concluded that gastrectomy following S-1-based chemotherapy for stage IV gastric cancer was a safe and effective treatment. Others have also suggested that survival time and the duration of palliation were significantly longer in selected patients treated with the combination of chemotherapy followed by gastrectomy in contrast to treatments without resection [12] . A retrospective review of 36 patients with metastatic disease undergoing resection with therapeutic intent following chemotherapy found that those patients with persistent detectable metastatic disease did poorly [13] . The results raise further questions regarding which stage IV patients, who are relatively symptom free, benefit from resection.
Quality of Life
Surgery has traditionally played a significant role in relieving symptoms from advanced gastric cancer [14] , but in most of the surgical literature, the duration and degree of palliation are not directly measured. Better than expected median survivals have been documented in selected patients with stage IV gastric cancer following resection, but virtually all of these patients ultimately progress and succumb to their disease. Therefore, an accurate assessment of health-related QoL in patients with metastatic gastric cancer is essential to inform clinical decision-making. The growth of endoscopic and other minimally invasive procedures has broadened the options for symptom control, further emphasizing the importance of understanding which intervention is best for a given clinical setting. QoL questionnaires that have been validated to specifically measure the QoL of patients with gastric cancer are available [15] , yet few reports on palliative gastrectomy use these tools [16] . Most retrospective papers have relied on hospital-free survival as a surrogate for QoL. The group from the Miyagi Cancer Center Hospital in Japan studied 95 patients undergoing palliative operations for gastric cancer [17] and found that overall survival and hospital-free survival for 3 months or longer was higher following palliative gastrectomy than for gastrojejunostomy. Keeping patients out of the hospital is a reasonable quality goal; however, these findings again demonstrate clear selection bias in favor of those being resected. When accounting for the extent of disease, the subset of patients who had a total gastrectomy in the presence of P2 or P3 peritoneal disease showed a poorer outcome for survival and more frequent hospitalizations than total gastrectomy performed with P0 or P1 and distal gastrectomy. Gastrojejunostomy and total gastrectomy performed with P2 or P3 peritoneal dissemination had no beneficial effect on survival or the number of hospitalizations. Hospital-free survival was also studied in retrospective analysis of noncurative resection from Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center [18] . Time spent without symptoms requiring additional procedures or hospitalization was increased in patients who had multiple sites of metastases and/or had suffered a major procedure-related complication. Unfortunately, there are no surgical data using established validated QoL instruments to assess the impact of gastrectomy in the noncurative setting. The data again demonstrate that multiple factors influence the survival of these patients. Proper assessment of noncurative gastrectomy requires prospective consideration of tumor burden, patient physical status, and treatment factors to make informative comparisons. Prospectively designed studies using disease-specific validated QoL measures will better assist the treatment decisionmaking process [16] .
Prophylactic Gastrectomy
The concept of removing a primary gastric malignancy in the face of distant metastasis to avoid future symptoms of obstruction or bleeding has not been supported by the literature. One hundred and sixty-five patients with metastatic gastric cancer diagnosed at laparoscopy and treated with chemotherapy only were studied to investigate the need for intervention for symptom control [19] . The distribution of metastases was as follows: 74% had peritoneal only (9% = P1; 35% = P2; 30% = P3), 10% had liver only, and 16% had both liver and peritoneal disease. These patients were healthy enough for surgery with an ECOG functional performance status of 0-1 in 84% or 2 in 16%. At a median follow-up time of 4 months following laparoscopy (1-35 months) , half of the patients underwent some form of intervention. Laparotomy was necessary in only 12% of the patients. The majority of these patients were managed with endoscopic and radiologic procedures or with radiation therapy. Interventions were needed for gastric obstruction in 33%, tumor bleeding in 8%, and perforation in 1%; 20% of the time the intervention was for a metastasis-related complication. One patient died due to intervention-related complications. More than one intervention (maximum: 4) was performed in 21% of patients. Median survival for the group was 10 months, with 39% surviving 1 year. As expected, survival correlated significantly with better functional performance status and with having limited peritoneal metastasis. Many surgeons considering gastrectomy with therapeutic intent would likely choose patients with these same favorable characteristics and attribute any survival benefit to the operation. With improvements in endoscopic and minimally invasive surgical techniques, intervening as symptoms develop is an appropriate course in managing these patients. More studies are needed to assess when and how to best utilize the multiple choices currently available for symptom management.
Randomized Trails
The prolonged survival associated with resecting the primary tumor in metastatic gastric cancer has prompted investigators to prospectively study the role of resection. The multiple prognostic factors that influence survival requires a prospective randomized trial. There are currently two large randomized trials underway attempting to address this question. The first study is a large multicenter trial involving 33 centers from the Japan Clinical Oncology Group (JCO 0705) and 15 centers from the Korea Gastric Cancer Association Study (KGCA01) that have begun accrual [20] . Patients with advanced gastric cancer and one noncurable factor are randomized between gastrectomy plus chemotherapy and chemothera-py alone. The primary endpoint is overall survival. Progression-free survival and adverse events are secondary endpoints. The chemotherapy regimen of S-1 and cis platin is started within 8 weeks after surgery. The study is powered at 80% with a one-sided alpha of 5%. The planned sample size is 330, 165 cases per arm, with 2 years follow-up after 4 years of accrual. The study assumes that gastrectomy will provide a 10% improvement in overall survival at 2 years. QoL is not a defined outcome measure. A planned interim analysis is pending.
The second trial of gastrectomy and/or metastasectomy plus systemic therapy versus systemic therapy alone has started at the National Cancer Institute in the United States [21] . The endpoint again is overall survival. This study assumes that gastrectomy and/or metastasectomy will produce an 8-month increase in overall survival. A total of 136 patients over 6 years are planned to meet the study goals. The number of metastatic sites allowed was not defined, but patients with both pulmonary and peritoneal metastases are excluded, as are those with brain metastasis. This study in contrast to the prior trial includes an analysis of QoL using standardized evaluation tools designed for patients with gastric cancer [22] . QoL will be compared between the two study arms at multiple time points to determine the differences between the two arms as well as a change in QoL from baseline.
Conclusion
Improvements in chemotherapy have increased the number of patients living with metastatic gastric cancer. Patients and surgeons have been tempted to proceed to gastrectomy, plus or minus metastasectomy, with the intent of improving survival even further. The current retrospective literature does not inform the decision-making process since most resected patients are heavily preselected. Palliation should refer specifically to interventions aimed at the relief of symptoms rather than simply incurability. Carefully designed prospective studies are currently accruing to assess key outcomes such as health-related QoL, specific symptom control, and hospital-free survival. Factors such as the extent and distribution of disease, response to chemotherapy, and performance status of the patient are important determinants of outcome that should be controlled to better understand if surgical resection has a role in altering the survival time of stage IV gastric cancer. Fortunately, there are now two well-designed randomized controlled trials that will provide the level of evidence needed to guide the treatment of this increasing subset of gastric cancer patients.
